286	ECONOMICS AND INSTITUTIONS 1886-1900
agricultural labourers (including foremen and bailiffs) in Eng-
land and Wales were diminished by over one-third, while the
general population increased by 43 per cent. In the last of the
three decades the drop was 143,034, or 18 per cent, on the figure
for 1891.1 The townward pressure was relentless. By 1901 the
population of urban districts in England and Wales was over 77
per cent, of the whole, that of rural districts less than 23 per cent.
The growth in the latter since 1891 had averaged only 21,225
a year—a figure more than to be accounted for by new frills
round the towns, and corresponding to a marked decline over
the genuine countryside.
The royal commission was appointed in September 1893 by
the fourth Gladstone government. It sat four years and made
three reports. The second (in 1896) recommended by a majority
the partial derating of agricultural land; and this, as we saw
above,2 was carried out. The final report reviewed the whole
situation; found the chief cause of the fall of prices to be foreign
competition; but offered no proposal to blunt its force. It had
nothing specific to advise about rents or railway rates, though
both loomed large in it. Instead it rode off on petty proposals
about land tenure, tithes, dairying, small-holdings, sale of cattle
by live weight, agricultural education, and so on, thereby setting
a convenient fashion which served politicians down to 1914.
Meanwhile as early as 1889, in the year following the County
Councils Act, Lord Salisbury had created the Board of Agri-
culture. Unfortunately he felt obliged to place at its head coun-
try squires acceptable to the unimaginative majority of their
order. Chaplin was his first choice, and Walter Long his second.
These were not men from whom any constructive impulse could
be expected. Nevertheless the mere creation of a department set,
as it always will, a ball rolling; and by slow degrees the abler
officials, with little help from their parliamentary heads, built
up a centre of intelligence for the agricultural community.
The navy, upon which our policy was making the island more
and more dependent, was throughout this period changing
rapidly. A contemporary expert understates when he says that
1 An uncertain amount (perhaps as much as 10,000) should be knocked off this
jfigure for the fact that forty-nine nrililia regiments were embodied, when the census
was taken. But even that leaves it enormous,
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